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n  A m e r i c a ,  r a c e  h a s  b e e n  c o n s t r u c t e d  a s  a  p o -
l a r i t y  o f  e x t r e m e s  w i t h  p e o p l e  d e f i n e d  a s  ' b l a c k '  
c l u s t e r e d  a t  o n e  p o l e  a n d  p e o p l e  d e f i n e d  a s  
' w h i t e '  c l u s t e r e d  a t  t h e  o p p o s i t e  p o l e .  D e s p i t e  t h e  
p r e s e n c e  o f  a  r a i n b o w  o f  c o l o r s  b e t w e e n  p o l e s ,  
t h e  r a c i a l  c o n s t r u c t s  o f  ' b l a c k '  a n d  ' w h i t e '  c o n s t i -
t u t e  t h e  d e f i n i n g  e l e m e n t s  o f  A m e r i c a n  r a c i a l  
i d e n t i t y .  T h i s  r a c i a l  o p p o s i t i o n  g e n e r a t e s  a n  
e l a b o r a t e  p o l i t i c s  o f  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  a n d  s o c i a l  s e g -
r e g a t i o n ,  s o  t h a t  w h e n  l a w s  e n f o r c i n g  
s e g r e g a t i o n  w e r e  o v e r t u r n e d ,  t h e  e f f e c t s  w e r e  
c u r i o u s  t h o u g h  p r e d i c t a b l e .  R a t h e r  t h a n  d i m i n -
i s h i n g  t h e  b a r r i e r s  s e p a r a t i n g  b l a c k s  a n d  w h i t e s ,  
t h e  t e r m i n a t i o n  o f  s e g r e g a t i o n  l a w s  a c t u a l l y  g a v e  
g r e a t e r  f o r c e  t o  t h e  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  i m p u l s e  t o  s e g -
r e g a t e .  
C e r t a i n l y ,  h i s t o r i c a l  e x p e r i e n c e  a n d  c o n t e m -
p o r a r y  l i f e  b e l i e  t h e  l o g i c  o f  r i g i d  r a c i a l  b a r r i e r s  
b e t w e e n  b l a c k s  a n d  w h i t e s .  M a n y  b l a c k s  a n d  
w h i t e s  h a v e  i g n o r e d  a n d  c r o s s e d  s o c i a l  b o u n d -
a r i e s .  N e v e r t h e l e s s ,  d e s p i t e  t h e  l a r g e  n u m b e r  o f  
b o u n d a r y  c r o s s i n g s  a n d  t h e  l o n g  h i s t o r y  o f  s u c h  
c r o s s i n g s ,  t h e s e  e x c e p t i o n s  s e e m  t o  r e i n f o r c e ,  n o t  
u n d e r m i n e ,  t h e  f a c t  o f  r a c i a l  o p p o s i t i o n .  C o n s i d e r  
t h e  t r a n s g r e s s i v e  d i m e n s i o n s  o f  b l a c k / w h i t e  
f r i e n d s h i p s ,  c o u r t s h i p s ,  m a r r i a g e s ,  a n d  a d o p -
t i o n s .  T h e  s t i g m a  a t t a c h e d  t o  t h e s e  i n t e r r a c i a l  
c r o s s i n g s  e x p o s e s  t h e  e n d u r i n g  p o w e r  o f  r a c i a l  
o p p o s i t i o n  i n  A m e r i c a  t o d a y .  
T h i s  c o m p l e x  r a c i a l  b a g g a g e  i s  w h a t  E u g e n e  
R o b b i n s  c a r r i e d  w i t h  h i m  t o  B r a z i l  w h e n  h e  
m o v e d  t h e r e  t o  b e c o m e  S o u t h  A m e r i c a n  b u r e a u  
c h i e f  f o r  t h e  W a s h i n g t o n  P o s t .  R o b b i n s  f o u n d  t h a t  
t h e  i t e m s  p a c k e d  i n  h i s  A m e r i c a n  r a c i a l  s u i t c a s e  
w e r e  u n s u i t a b l e  f o r  B r a z i l ' s  r a c i a l  c l i m a t e .  S u r -
r o u n d e d  b y  a n  u n f a m i l i a r  r a c i a l  a t m o s p h e r e ,  
R o b b i n s  w a s  f o r c e d  t o  e x a m i n e  t h e  c o n t e n t  o f  
h i s  A m e r i c a n  r a c i a l  i d e n t i t y .  W h a t  h e  f o u n d  b e -
c a m e  t h e  i m p e t u s  f o r  h i s  b o o k ,  C o a l  t o  C r e a m :  A  
B l a c k  M a n ' s  J o u r n e y  B e y o n d  C o l o r  t o  a n  A f f i r m a t i o n  
o f  R a c e .  
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In Brazil, Robbins found a racial utopia which 
he described as a "non-racial color blind Prom-
ised Land," "an ideal racial society," "a new 
world" where he could shed the stigma of black-
ness and inhabit a non-racial identity. His initial 
reaction was a sense of liberation, a sense of ra-
cial weightlessness, which he wanted his 
American readers to feel as blissfully as he did. 
He creates tantalizing images of a multicolored 
Brazilian paradise, describing it as "a benign ra-
cial anarchy with an absence of friction-an 
absence of solid walls-where the categories he'd 
grown up with that were so much a part of his 
being-the categories black and white-just 
tended to melt away" (110). This near mythic 
evocation of racial paradise charms the reader. 
When Robbins asks, why can't Americans turn 
their backs on race and embrace the raceless fu-
ture that already exists in Brazil, (122) the 
question stirs the reader's impatience with 
America's racial backwardness. 
Before assuming a new, raceless identity, 
however, Robbins is compelled to reflect on the 
origins of the racial categories that had both nur-
tured and confined him his entire life. As he 
journeys deeper into Brazil and other South 
American cities, another journey unfolds in which 
Robbins looks back to the polarized American 
racial landscape that had shaped his 'raced' iden-
tity: 1950s Orangeburg, South Carolina where 
Robbins grew up in the heart of segregation, at-
tending segregated schools till high school; 1960s 
Ann Arbor, Michigan where Robbins attended 
the University of Michigan, submerged himself 
in white relationships, and dated only white 
women, much to the dismay of his mother; 1970s 
San Francisco where he began his career as a jour-
nalist at the San Francisco Chronicle and lived a 
double life typical for nouveau black profession-
als, residing in an urban black neighborhood and 
working in an all white corporate culture; 1980s 
Washington, DC., "Chocolate City," where he 
joined the Washington Post and shifted his living 
arrangements so that both his home and work 
environments were predominantly white, but 
where he came face to face with vocal blacks who 
expected a loy 
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y  w h i t e ,  b u t  
L l  b l a c k s  w h o  
e x p e c t e d  a  l o y a l t y  t o  r a c e  t h a t  h e  w a s n ' t  i n c l i n e d  
t o  g i v e .  T h i s  f r u s t r a t i n g  g a m e  o f  r a c i a l  s h i f t i n g ,  
w h i c h  p r o f e s s i o n a l  A f r i c a n  A m e r i c a n  r e a d e r s  w i l l  
r e c o g n i z e ,  h a d  l e f t  R o b b i n s  o f f  b a l a n c e .  
B e i n g  b l a c k  o r  w h i t e  w a s  n o t  j u s t  p h y s i c a l ,  i t  
w a s  p o l i t i c a l .  I t  w a s  l e s s  a  m a t t e r  o f  r a c e  t h a n  
r a c i a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n .  A n d ,  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t ,  i t  
i n v o l v e d  c h o o s i n g  s i d e s .  W e l l ,  I  w a s  t i r e d  o f  
c h o o s i n g .  I  w a s  t i r e d  o f  f e e l i n g  u n d e r  s u c h  c o n -
s t a n t  s c r u t i n y ,  s o r t e d  a n d  c a t e g o r i z e d  b y  
w h i t e s ,  j u d g e d  a n d  s e n t e n c e d  b y  b l a c k s .  T h e  
w h o l e  i d e a  o f  r a c i a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n  b e i n g  t h e  
d e f i n i n g  f a c t o r  i n  o n e ' s  l i f e  s e e m e d  w r o n g  t o  
m e ,  o p p r e s s i v e  a n d  w r o n g ,  a n d  t h e r e  h a d  t o  
b e  a  b e t t e r  w a y .  I  w a s  f e d  u p  w i t h  t h e  a s s u m p -
t i o n s  t h a t  b l a c k  p e o p l e  m a d e ,  f e d  u p  w i t h  
s u s p i c i o n  a n d  p a r a n o i a  a n d  s e e i n g  t h e  w o r l d  
a s  u s  o n  t h e  o n e  s i d e  a n d  t h e m  o n  t h e  o t h e r .  I  
w a s  f e d  u p  e n o u g h  w i t h  A m e r i c a  t o  j u s t  p a c k  
u p  t h e  f a m i l y  a n d  l e a v e .  S o  t h a t ' s  w h a t  I  d i d .  
( 2 5 )  
Y e t ,  f o r  a l l  i t s  p r o m i s e ,  R o b b i n s  c o u l d  n o t  a c -
c e p t  B r a z i l ' s  g i f t  o f  r a c e l e s s n e s s  w i t h o u t  c o m i n g  
t o  t e r m s  w i t h  t h e  ' r a c e d '  i d e n t i t y  h e  h a d  b e e n  
s o c i a l i z e d  t o  a d o p t  a s  a n  A f r i c a n  A m e r i c a n .  
B l e n d i n g  p e n e t r a t i n g  o b s e r v a t i o n  w i t h  i n t e n s e  
s e l f - e x a m i n a t i o n ,  R o b b i n s  e v e n t u a l l y  d i s c o v e r s  
t h e  c o m m o n  c o n t o u r s  s h a p i n g  r a c e  o n  t h r e e  c o n -
t i n e n t s .  H e  g u i d e s  t h e  r e a d e r  t h r o u g h  P e r u ,  C h i l e ,  
A r g e n t i n a ,  P a r a g u a y  a n d  C o l o m b i a  a s  w e l l  a s  
B r a z i l .  H e  o p e n s  t h e  r e a d e r ' s  e y e s  t o  B r a z i l ' s  
f a m e d  c e l e b r a t i o n  o f  c a r n a v a a l  a n d  t h e  p r a c t i c e  
o f  m a c u m b a ,  A f r o - B r a z i l i a n  r e l i g i o n ,  a n d  h e  g i v e s  
t h e  r e a d e r  a n  i n s i d e r ' s  v i e w  o f  B r i x t o n ,  L o n d o n ' s  
"  b l a c k  m e t r o p o l i s  o n  t h e  o t h e r  s i d e  o f  t h e  
T h a m e s "  ( 2 1 2 )  b e f o r e  r e t u r n i n g  t h e  r e a d e r  t o  
A m e r i c a .  
I n  B r a z i l ,  h e  l e a r n e d  t h a t  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  
s o c i a l  a n d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  d i s t i n c t i o n  w a s  c o l o r .  
W h a t  B r a z i l  m a d e  m e  t h i n k  a b o u t  w a s  c o l o r .  I  
h a d  t h o u g h t ,  a l l  m y  l i f e ,  t h a t  I  k n e w  w h a t  s k i n  
c o l o r  m e a n t ,  w h i c h  w a s ,  s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  t h a t  i t  
d i d n ' t  m e a n  a n y t h i n g  a t  a l l  e x c e p t  a s  a  b r o a d  
i n d i c a t o r  o f  t h e  m o r e  i m p o r t a n t  c a t e g o r y  c a l l e d  
C o a l  t o  C r e a m  
r a c e .  I n  B r a z i l ,  t h o u g h ,  i t  
w a s  r a c e  t h a t  m e a n t  v e r y  
l i t t l e  a n d  c o l o r  t h a t  s e e m e d  
t o  m e a n  e v e r y t h i n g .  ( 1 0 5 )  
I n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  h o w -
e v e r ,  t h e  m o s t  i m p o r t a n t  
d i s t i n c t i o n  w a s  r a c e  a n d  t h e  s o -
c i a l  a n d  p s y c h o l o g i c a l  b a r r i e r s  
b u i l t  o n  r a c e .  
W h e n  w e  s p e a k  o f  r a c e  i n  
A m e r i c a ,  w e  s p e a k  i n  t h e  t e r -
m i n o l o g y  o f  c o l o r - w e  s a y  
b l a c k  a n d  w h i t e  a n d  y e l l o w  
a n d  r e d  a n d  b r o w n - b u t  w e  
d o n ' t  r e a l l y  m e a n  c o l o r  a t  a l l ,  
n o t  t h e  w a y  t h e y  m e a n  c o l o r  
i n  B r a z i l .  W h a t  w e  r e a l l y  
m e a n  i s  r a c i a l  i d e n t i f i c a t i o n ,  
i n  t h e  s e n s e  o f  g r o u p  i d e n t i -
f i c a t i o n .  W e  m e a n  p e o p l e  
w h o  s h a r e  a  h i s t o r y ,  a  c u l - I s  
t u r e ,  w h o  s h a r e  a  s t a t u s  i n  7  
s o c i e t y ,  w h o  e v e n  b y  a n d  
l a r g e  s h a r e  a  p o l i t i c a l  p o i n t  
o f  v i e w - p e o p l e  w h o  a r e  
a s s u m e d  t o  s h a r e  t h e s e  
t h i n g s  . .  e v e n  i f  r e a l i t y  
d o e s n ' t  b e a r  t h e s e  g e n e r a l i -
z a t i o n s  o u t .  W e  s e e  r a c e  a s  
s o m e t h i n g  a b s o l u t e  a n d  i m -
m u t a b l e ,  a n d  w e  r e c o g n i z e  
n o  i n - b e t w e e n .  ( 2 9 )  
S i n c e  r a c e  a p p e a r e d  t o  b e  i n -
d e t e r m i n a t e  f o r  B r a z i l i a n  
p e r s o n a l  i d e n t i t y  a n d  s o c i a l  r e -
l a t i o n s ,  R o b b i n s  r e s o l v e d  t o  
d i s c o v e r  w h a t  c o l o r  a c t u a l l y  d e -
t e r m i n e d  i n  B r a z i l .  S e a r c h i n g  f o r  
t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  c o l o r  i n  B r a z i l -
i a n  l i f e  l e d  R o b b i n s  a w a y  f r o m  
t h e  a f f l u e n t  a r e a s  o f  R i o  d e e p e r  
i n t o  t h e  f a v e l a s ,  t h e  s l u m s ,  a n d  
a r e a s  s u r r o u n d i n g  b i g  c i t i e s  l i k e  
B r a s i l i a  w h e r e ,  t o  R o b b i n s '  s u r -
p r i s e ,  t h e  c o l o r  o f  t h e  p o p u l a t i o n  
d i d  n o t  r e f l e c t  t h e  m u l t i c o l o r e d  
Veta Smith Tucker 
paradise of Rio's beaches. In the 
favelas of Jacarezinho, Mineira, 
Rocinha, Planaltina, a different 
racial pattern emerged. Instead 
of a brilliant multicolored de-
mocracy, in the slums "the 
people were predominantly 
black, poor, hassled by the po-
lice, neglected by the powerful, 
and marginalized by the 
economy" (102). Gradually, 
Robbins developed the ability to 
see the social fabric structuring 
Brazilian lives. With its pockets 
of black life teaming with crime, 
corruption and poverty, Brazil 
looked more and more like 
America with one commanding 
difference: "no one ever men-
tioned race" (102). 
Ultimately, Robbins under-
stood that America was, indeed, 
capable of becoming another 
Brazil. Late 20th century conser-
vative politics calling for a 
'color-blind' society and 'race-
free' social policies could lead 
America to a Brazilian destina-
tion where race could be 
abandoned. On the surface, this 
appeared to be an ideal solution 
for racial inequity. However, 
when Robbins realized that ra-
cial abandonment was the goal 
of only one color group, this so-
lution lost its appeal. Although 
blacks in Brazil could and did 
abandon blackness to become 
'white,' this one directional 
movement did not erase the 
stigma of blackness for those left 
behind. Brazil's apparent 
racelessness was achieved by 
granting the trophy of whiteness 
to dark skinned individuals 
based on their attained class status. In this ar-
rangement, whiteness retains its racial potency 
and its allure; it simply becomes transferable as 
a lifetime bonus to as many dark ones as can af-
ford it. 
Robbins' closing insights are instructive for the 
contentious debate on race currently taking place 
in America. 
I came to understand that structuring a soci-
ety so that black people didn't "have to be" 
black didn't seem to do much good for black 
people at all. That, in fact, it seemed to do them 
harm, to hold them down-worse, to deny 
them even the awareness that they were being 
held down, to deny them the language to talk 
about it and the anger to do something about 
it. (159) 
With no sense of race, black Brazilians had "no 
sense of themselves as joined, embattled, mutu-
ally reinforced" (180). This sense of shared 
identity was part of the weight that Robbins car-
ried as an African American-the weight that he 
wanted so much to leave behind. Once Robbins 
understood that it was the collective African 
American cultural embrace that he must aban-
don to inhabit a non-racial (meaning 'white') 
Brazilian identity, he rejects Brazil's racial uto-
pia and sets his sights on returning home to 
America where race mattered-where blackness 
was more than a color-where blackness was, 
indeed, a source of "heartache and struggle" but 
where he belonged to a large family with whom 
he could share heartaches and struggles. Robbins 
leaves Brazil with a renewed appreciation for 
blackness as a racial "identity-an impulse-a 
shield-a refuge" (260). 
Robbins' decision to retain his African Ameri-
can racial identity would mean that he would have 
to bear the heavy weight of blackness, but he no 
longer thought of it as dead weight that held him 
down. Finally, he understood it as ballast that 
held him up. His South American odyssey had 
taught him what "race" was worth and how to 
shoulder it with pride and purpose. fNXIQ 
